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Abstract 
Uncertain Identities: Aristocratic Women of English Renaissance Drama 
Kimberly Ann Turner 
Master of Arts 
University of Richmond 
1999 
Dr. Anthony Russell, thesis director 
Often, women stand out as being some of the most interesting and ambiguous 
characters in English drama. In this study, I examine moments in five Renaissance plays 
in which female characters reject the extreme dichotomies that were used by society to 
describe women. In the first portion of the paper, I look at the ways in which malcontents 
are similar to unconventional female characters in that they both challenge existing 
patriarchal structures. Secondly, I explore the characters of Mellida, Sophonisba, and 
Desdemona who begin to assert their own desires, while at the same time, they continue 
to embody more traditional notions of femininity. Finally, I look at the Duchess of Malfi, 
who perhaps more than any character in Renaissance drama, consciously creates a new 
kind of life in which she is not limited by reductive and arbitrary binaries concerning the 
definitions of women. 
I certify that I have read this thesis and find that, in scope and quality, it satisfies 
the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts. 
<��-� Dr. Kathy flet-Smith 
In early seventeenth century England, identity was based upon status within a 
patriarchal system that prevailed in every dimension of society, whether it was political, 
familial, or religious. Although not published until 1680, one of the central texts 
o�tlining the structure of this system was Robert Filmer's Patriarcha. 1 Filmer
(1588-1653) suggested that the roles of father and king were parallel: 
If we compare the natural duties of a father with those of a king, we find 
them to be all one, without any difference at all but only in the latitude or 
extent of them. As the father over one family, so the king, as father over 
many families, extends his care to preserve, feed, clothe, instruct and 
defend the whole commonwealth. 2
Keith Wrightson and other historians add that this hierarchical structure "seemed 
self-evident, even natural" to the British populace, who were most often willing to fulfill 
their prescribed roles in society without question.3 In fact, according to Lawrence Stone, 
the stability of the patriarchy depended upon the acceptance of these roles: 
Whether in heaven or hell, in the universe or on earth, in the state or in the 
family, it was a self-evident truth that peace and order could only be 
preserved by the maintenance of grades and distinctions and by relentless 
emphasis on the overriding need for subjection of the individual will to 
that of superior authority.4
By the early 1600's in England, however, the distinctions between different levels of 
society had begun to blur as wealthy members of the new merchant class bought ancestral 
titles.5 Moreover, as both rulers and aristocratic fathers became motivated more by the 
1The text Patriarcha was probably written between 1628 and 1631. Several different
drafts of Patriarcha circulated among the educated before it was published in 1680. See 
Richard Tuck, "A new date for Filmer's Patriarcha," Historical Journal 29 (1986): 
183-6.
2Sir Robert Filmer, Patriarcha and Other Writings, ed. Johann P. Sommerville (New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1991): 12.
3Keith Wrightson, English Society: 1580-1680 (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 
1995): 17. See also Mark Kishlansky, A Monarchy Transfonned: Britain 1603-1714 
(New York: Penguin, 1996): 35. 
4Lawrence Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965): 21. 
5 Kishlansky, 23 1 
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accumulation of wealth than by the observance of idealized notions of honor,6 the nature 
of the patriarchy as a moral standard began to be destabilized. 
In this study, I am interested in examining moments in Renaissance drama in 
w�ich playwrights, including John Marston, William Shakespeare, and John Webster, 
explore the conflicts that arise when female characters begin to question societal norms, 
_ including the patriarchal system, and give priority to their own desires. I am particularly 
interested in aristocratic women in this study because the hierarchical power structure 
separating men and women was most firmly in place in the upper levels of society during 
the Renaissance.7 Also, the roles for aristocratic women were firmly established (as I
will discuss more fully later), thus I will be able to examine what I feel to be significant 
deviations in female behavior. I will focus upon four aristocratic female characters from 
British drama: Mellida (Antonio and Mellida and Antonio's Revenge), Sophonisba 
(Sophonisba), Desdemona (Othello), and the Duchess (The Duchess of Malfi). I am 
choosing these female characters not only because they resist patriarchal authority, most 
often by choosing a beloved who is not approved of by their fathers/brothers or who is of 
a different social status, but also because they, to differing degrees, seem to gesture 
toward establishing an unconventional existence outside of traditional patriarchal 
structures. Female characters of this type begin to reject the arbitrary and reductive 
binaries which were used to define women. I also focus upon these particular female 
characters because they are all in the process of changing their role in society -- from 
single woman to wife. As they envision themselves in .their new role, these women 
implicitly have the opportunity to author, or at least co-author, themselves in relation to a 
beloved who is more equal to them than socially customary. Because I am focusing upon 
6For discussions of political materialism or the practice of exchanging titles and honor for 
money, see Stone, 57-61. For familial materialism or the practice of espousing daughters 
for social position and wealth, see Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality (New York: 
Random House, 1990: 103-114. 
7Stone, 21.
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aristocratic female characters in this process of transition, I will not discuss such 
unconventional women of Renaissance drama as Cleopatra. 
Aristocratic female characters, such as the ones upon whom I will be focusing, 
pr�:>Vided playwrights with especially interesting subjects because their experience was 
truly unique in the Renaissance. In many ways, these female characters exist on the 
_ margins of society. From this position, they are privy to the intrigue and corruption that 
exists among male members of the aristocracy. At the same time, however, they are able 
to retain an objective distance from this corruption. In the Renaissance, aristocratic 
women occupied submissive positions in relation to men, but retained positions of 
prestige because of their social rank. They fulfilled a public role in order to show off the 
wealth of their fathers/husbands,8 but maintained a private space, composed of only 
themselves, female relatives and servants, and children. Often, the oppositions between 
public/private and submission/authority were not wholly distinct in the world of the court. 
Because of the complexity of their existence, I will briefly describe the nuances and 
ambiguities that aristocratic women faced in fulfilling their expected roles before I move 
on to a discussion of specific female characters. 
In the public world, women were expected to exemplify the patriarchal ideals of 
femininity. The following quotation from a Renaissance religious tract illustrates the 
norm of acceptable behavior for wives: 
The second especial duty of the wife, so called by the sign of it, is to be an 
image of the authority and wisdom of her husband in her whole 
administration, and so to be his glory and honor. And from a meek and 
quiet spirit in all her behavior of words, deeds, apparel, countenance, 
gesture, etc., to signify plainly she hath feeling of him in her heart as of the 
image of God's Majesty, glory, and perfection.9 
8See Sara F. Matthews Grieco, "The Body, Appearance, and Sexuality" in A History of
Women: Renaissance and Enlightenment Paradoxes, Natalie Zemon Davis and Arlette 
Farge, editors (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1994): 56 and Wrightson, 17. 
9Dudley Fenner, "The Order of Household: Described Methodically out of the Word of 
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Obedience, submission, modesty, and reverence for the patriarchy were seen as ideal 
qualities for all women, and women, especially members of the aristocracy, were trained 
to personify these qualities so that they would be seen as marriageable. During the 
R�naissance, forming alliances through marriage was important for the preservation of 
the hierarchy. In fact, aristocratic women were often used as bargaining tools by their 
_ fathers, who hoped to further family interests by matching their daughters in marriages 
with powerful men.10 In his 1564 critique of aristocratic marriages, Thomas Becon
implicitly compares the alliance system to a kind of prostitution: "We see dayly by 
experyence that they for the moste parte marrye theyr children at theyre pleasure whan 
they are verye younge, euen to such as wylle geue them most mony for them, as men use 
to sel theyr horses, oxen, sheepe or any other cattel." 11
In their public existence, aristocratic women often were expected to typify the 
Petrarchan ideal, which began to influence English society around the beginning of the 
Sixteenth century. In fact, according to John N. King, Elizabeth I embraced the notion of 
herself as a Petrarchan ideal in order to solidify her authority in England: 
It is commonly acknowledged that although Elizabeth I vowed herself to a 
life of perpetual virginity, she entered into a symbolic marriage with 
England as her husband. In this way she could receive the adulation of her 
subjects as the universal object of a Petrarchan religion of love, one that 
pervaded ballads, pageants, and dramatic entertainments.12 
God, with the Contrary Abuses Found in the World," Sexuality and Gender in the
English Renaissance, ed. Lloyd Davis (New York: Garland, 1998): 177, emphasis mine.
Tract originally published 1584. 
lOJn drama, Mellida and Desdemona's fathers each disapprove of his daughter's choice of 
husband because it does not fit with his hopes of familial advancement. 
llThomas Becon, The Booke of Matrimony: The Worckes oJT. Becon, (London, 1564): 
fol. ccccclxiiij. Qtd. in Margaret Lael Mikesell's "The Formative Power of Marriage in 
Stuart Tragedy," In Another Country, eds. Dorothea Kehler and Susan Baker (New 
Jersey: Scarecrow Press, 1991): 235. 
12John N. King, "Queen Elizabeth I: Representations of the Virgin Queen," in 
Renaissance Quarterly 43.1 (1990): 30. 
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In his edition of Petrarch's Rime Sparse (1330-50), Robert M. Durling describes the 
Petrarchan vision of perfect femininity: "the lady as ideally beautiful, ideally virtuous, 
miraculous, beloved of Heaven .... " 13 Also, there is a sense in many of Petrarch's poems 
that the beauty and virtue of Laura, his beloved, has the power to help him reach heaven: 
and oh the pity! seeing me already dust amid the stones, 
Love will inspire her to sigh so sweetly that she will win mercy 
for me and force Heaven, drying her eyes with her lovely veil.14
An aristocratic woman, who embodied the Petrarchan ideal, theoretically had the power 
to lift her beloved up to her own "perfect" status. On the other hand, a woman idealized 
in such a way seems to lose her humanity and distinct voice. Indeed, Laura is never given 
a tangible voice, as Petrarch metamorphoses her into a goddess, angel, laurel tree, and 
even into a poem.15
In addition to their public role at court, aristocratic women inhabited a private 
space where they could escape court intrigue. Historically, women in general were 
completely separated from public life. According to the authors of A History of Private 
Life: Passions of the Renaissance, women were: "so confined to the home that it may 
seem paradoxical to speak of their private life. They were excluded from public office 
and responsibilities outside the home, whether political, administrative, municipal, or 
corporate."16 Within this private sphere, wives had a certain amount of authority and
independence, although this position was always contingent upon their ultimate 
obedience to their husbands. Thomas Smith, in The commonwealth of England, and 
13Robert M. Durling, ed, Petrarch's Lyric Poems (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1976): 9. 
14Rime Sparse, #126; see also #90 for a description of Laura's transcendent beauty and
angelic nature. (Petrarch, oh course, continues in the tradition of Dante. See Purgatorio, 
BookXXXI.) 
15See Rime Sparse, #30.
16Roger Chartier, ed, A History of Private Life: Passions of the Renaissance
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989): 407. 
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manner of government thereof (1589), describes the roles of women m general as 
centered in the private realm: 
The naturalist and first conjunction of two ... the man to get, to travail 
abroad, to defend; the wife to save that which is gotten, to tarry at home, 
to distribute that which cometh of the husband's labour for the nutriture of 
the children and family of them both, and to keep them all at home neat 
and clean. So nature hath forged each part to his office: the man stem, 
strong, bold, adventurous, negligent of his beauty and spending; the 
woman weak, fearful, fair, curious of her beauty and saving.17
Although aristocratic wives at court also occupied this kind of private space, in which 
they were expected to see to the education of their children and . the running of the 
household, 18 they were less isolated than women of lower societal degrees because they
were expected to take "part in court ceremonial" and join "in the relations of patronage 
and faction." 19
For the playwrights that I am studying, this limited private space often becomes a 
place where their heroines have the opportunity to question conventional stereotypes and 
to express, in varying degrees, their own desires. Female characters such as Mellida, 
Sophonisba, Desdemona, and the Duchess seek an alternative mode of existence in which 
they no longer are constrained by idealized constructs and restrictive roles. Instead, they 
test conventional definitions of femininity as they begin to take upon themselves traits 
that are usually associated with "fallen" women. Female characters in the plays most 
likely would have been judged according to the radical dichotomies that were imposed 
upon real women, including: whore/ angel, evil/good, and witch/wife.20 In Webster's 
17Thomas Smith, The commonwealth of England, and manner of government thereof, in
Renaissance Woman: A Sourcebook, Kate Aughterson, ed. (New York: Routledge, 
1995): 144. 
18Chartier, 411-4.19Natalie Zemon Davis, "Women in Politics" in A History of Women: Renaissance and
Enlightenment Paradoxes, Natalie Zemon Davis and Arlette Farge, editors 
(Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1994 ): 173-6. 
20see Coppelia Kahn's "Whores and Wives in Jacobean Drama" in In Another Country, 
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The White Devil (1612), Bracciano's comments about Vittoria illustrate the reductive 
extremes by which women tended to be judged in this period: 
Bracciano. Your beauty! 0, ten thousand curses on't. 
How long have I beheld the devil in crystal? 
* * * * 
Woman to man 
Is either a god or a wolf. (IV, ii, 84-5, 88-9)21
The female characters in this study become filled with ambiguities as the 
playwrights begin to question the polarized conceptions of women traditionally conveyed 
in patriarchal discourses. These playwrights begin to portray women who are not 
constructed solely by male desire, but who increasingly construct themselves through 
their own utterances and choices. By making their female characters ambiguous in that 
they can be characterized simultaneously as nurturers, sexual beings, Petrarchan 
idealizations, and sometimes even autonomous individuals, these playwrights make it 
impossible for the women that they portray to be seen as one-dimensional. 
As a point of entry into my discussion of specific female characters who begin to 
challenge patriarchal norms, it is useful to compare them briefly to the Renaissance 
character type of the "malcontent," which playwrights often used to critique political 
hierarchy. I believe that such a comparison is useful not only in order to highlight the 
similarities between malcontents and the female characters of this study (both character 
types are used by playwrights to demystify the patriarchy in one way or another), but also 
to show the ways in which the women differ from malcontents. Whereas both character 
types implicitly recognize that rebellion against patriarchal norms is necessary in order to 
eds. Dorothea Kehler and Susan Baker (New Jersey: Scarecrow Press, 1991): 251, and 
Aughterson, 68. 
21John Webster, The White Devil, taken from Rene Weis' The Duchess of Malfi and 
Other Plays (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
8 
challenge pre-existing notions of identity, the women in this study also sense the need to 
reconstitute the self in a private realm. 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word "malcontent" was used first 
in .1581 to denote "discontentment" or "dissatisfaction. " Playwrights began to use the
word soon after, modeling their "malcontent" figures on disaffected Renaissance 
�ourtiers, who had either failed to get the preferment of a sovereign or who had become 
disillusioned by the favoritism and corruption at court. 22 In drama, malcontents, stymied 
by a hierarchical system that they cannot change or profit from, live at the margins of the 
court, attempting to establish themselves as superior to other courtiers by railing against 
court corruption. Despite their criticisms of the court, though, malcontents remain 
dependent upon a sovereign or aristocrat for their material existence. For instance, in 
John Webster's The Duchess of Malfi (1614), Bosola serves Ferdinand even after the 
Cardinal has slighted him, and he eventually kills the Duchess in order to receive the 
"reward due" (IV, ii, 288)23 to his service. All the while, however, Bosola openly 
criticizes the concept of political hierarchy: 
Bosola. Some would think the souls of princes were brought forth by 
some more weighty cause, than those of meaner persons; they are deceiv'd, 
there's the same hand to them: the like passions sway them; the same 
reason, that makes a vicar go to law for a tithe-pig, and undo his 
neighbours, makes them spoil a whole province, and batter down goodly 
cities with the cannon. (II, i, 104-10) 
Even though Bosola demystifies the idea that people from the upper levels of society are 
morally superior than "meaner persons" in statements such as this one, he relies upon 
members of the nobility for his own livelihood. Moreover, despite his comments against 
22Lawrence Babb, The Elizabethan Malady: A Study of Melancholia in English
Literature from 1580-1642 (East Lansing: Michigan State College Press, 1951): 76. 
23Quotations from The Duchess of Malfi are taken from Elizabeth M. Brennan's 3rd 
edition (New York: WW Norton, 1993) Act, scene, and line numbers are given in the 
body of the essay. 
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the patriarchy here and elsewhere in the play, Bosola works to further the interests of the 
noblemen for whom he works. 
Malcontents such as Bosola may expose the hypocrisies of the court, but they are 
unable to transcend their own court-constructed identities. In fact, malcontents often end 
up taking on the role of revenger, making themselves just as morally suspect as the 
�orrupt noblemen whom they criticize. Perhaps the most extreme example of a 
malcontent, who in the end is unable to escape societal bonds, is Giovanni from John 
Ford's 'Tis Pity She's a Whore (1633). Throughout most of the play, Giovanni 
systematically undermines almost every facet of the patriarchal system. For instance, he 
questions the power or existence of God, who has not been able to stymie his love for 
Annabella, his sister: 
Giovanni. 0 that it were not in religion sin 
To make our love a god, and worship it. 
I have even wearied Heaven with prayers, dried up 
The spring of my continual tears, even starved 
My veins with daily fasts. What wit or art 
Could counsel, I have practiced; but alas 
I find all these but dreams, and old men's tales 
To fright unsteady youth; I'm still the same. (I, ii, 140-7,emphasis mine)24 
Giovanni calls the practices of religion fiction, "dreams" and "tales," which have no true 
power to effect change. In fact, he eventually does convert his love for Annabella into a 
new kind of "religion" by which he willfully chooses to live. Giovanni perverts the tenets 
of Christianity and of the patriarchy in order to justify his "marriage" to Annabella: 
Giovanni. Are we not therefore each to other bound 
So much the more by nature; by the links 
Of blood, of reason? nay, if you will have't, 
Even of religion, to be ever one: 
One soul, one flesh, one love, one heart, one all? (I, i, 30-4) 
24Quotations from 'Tis Pity She's a Whore are taken from Marion Lomax's edition (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1995). Act, scene, and line numbers are given in the 
body of the essay. 
10 
Manipulating the aristocratic emphasis on retaining the purity of bloodlines to suit his 
own purposes,25 Giovanni argues that his relationship with Annabella should be 
sanctioned because they are siblings and therefore share the same blood. 
However, Giovanni in the end does not live up to his subversive system of beliefs. 
Even though he subverts patriarchal and religious norms by pursuing an unconventional 
�elationship with Annabella and refusing to acknowledge the authority of the church, 
Giovanni cannot fully free himself from the values of his society. In fact, he becomes 
indistinguishable from the rest of the men in the play as he embraces the roles of revenger 
and monarch/husband in Act V. Just before he kills Annabella, Giovanni tells her: 
Giovanni. The laws of conscience and of civil use 
May justly blame us, yet when they but know 
Our loves, that love will wipe away that rigour 
Which would in other incests be abhorred. (V, v, 70-3) 
Here, Giovanni again seems to be criticizing the stagnant, tyrannical nature of the 
patriarchy by celebrating his alternative love with Annabella. Ten lines later, however, 
Giovanni stabs Annabella, not so that they can finally transcend the corruption of the 
world, but because he wants to possess Annabella for himself, thus stealing her from her 
husband, Soranzo. In fact, as he appears before Soranzo with Annabella's heart on his 
dagger, Giovanni speaks of Annabella in terms of control and ownership -- patriarchal 
terms: "For nine months' space, in secret I enjoyed I Sweet Annabella's sheets; nine 
months I lived/ A happy monarch of her heart and her" (V, vi, 43-5, emphasis mine). In 
these moments, Giovanni seems to become enmeshed in the society that he once seemed 
to abhor because he cannot resist the urge to play the patriarchal role of Annabella's lord. 
Consistently, the malcontents that one encounters in Renaissance drama fail truly 
to undermine the patriarchal system they critique. Because malcontented male characters 
almost always become re-inscribed into the social worlds of the plays through their 
25 See Stone, 78, for a discussion of the importance of maintaining the purity of 
bloodlines for the aristocracy. 
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political maneuvers,26 I believe that playwrights became interested in representing female 
characters who also critique society, but who do not seem to be stymied as much by their 
need to fulfill public roles. In part, this may be due to the fact that these playwrights 
fo�nd it difficult to envision men acting outside of a public context, whereas women are 
generally associated with a more private sphere. Moreover, the female characters in this 
s_tudy remain more sympathetic than malcontents because they do not become motivated 
by material greed or revenge. Even though, like malcontents, the women I examine may 
end up fulfilling some kind of stereotypical societal role, there is a sense that they are 
somehow forced into this position by circumstances. 
* * * * 
Mellida, Desdemona, and Sophonisba can all be said to exemplify, on one level or 
another, the Petrarchan ideal of femininity. In fact, the male characters who interact with 
them often envision them as possessing traditional Petrarchan characteristics, including 
transcendent beauty and sublime virtue. In Antonio and Mellida (1599-1600), Antonio 
describes Mellida as a perfect creature: 
Antonio. Then hast thou seen the glory of her sex, 
The music of nature, the unequalled lustre 
Of unmatched excellence, the united sweet 
· Of heaven's graces, the most adored beauty
That ever struck amazement in the world. (Al: N, i, 163-7)27
In this description, Antonio deifies Mellida, suggesting that she is a personification of an 
angel. He also hints that Mellida's heavenly presence has the power to cleanse the 
26Bosola and Giovanni are only two examples of this phenomenon. See also Malevole 
(The Malcontent, 1603), Bussy (Bussy D'Ambois, 1604), Vindice (The Revenger's
Tragedy, 1607), and Flamineo (The White Devil, 1612). 
27Quotations from Antonio's Revenge, Antonio and Mellida, and Sophonisba are taken 
from Keith Sturgess' The Malcontent and Other Plays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1997). Act, scene, and line numbers are given in the body of the essay. Excerpts from 
Antonio and Mellida will be indicated with Al; excerpts from Antonio's Revenge with 
A2. 
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corrupted world of her father, Piero, who proves himself to be a cruel tyrant throughout 
the two Antonio plays. At times, Mellida does seem to embody uncorrupted purity in 
Antonio and Mellida and Antonio's Revenge (1600-1), since she is the only major 
ch._rracter who does not participate in murder or revenge. 
Like Mellida, Sophonisba is described in Petrarchan terms by her beloved, 
�asinissa. When the couple is interrupted on their wedding night by news of a Roman 
invasion, Masinissa applauds his wife's willingness to forego the "first-fruits of nuptials" 
(I, ii, 201), thus enabling him to join the battle against the Romans. He describes 
Sophonisba: 
Masinissa. Wondrous creature, even fit for gods, not men, 
Nature made all the rest of thy fair sex 
As weak essays, to make thee a pattern 
Of what can be in woman! Long farewell. 
He's sure unconquered in whom thou dost dwell. . . (I, ii, 230-4) 
Like Antonio, Masinissa connects his beloved to heaven and deifies her as the glory of 
womanhood. Also, Masinissa attributes power to Sophonisba's perfection, commenting 
that her mere presence will ensure a victory for Carthage. 
Desdemona's status as an idealized version of womanhood in the Petrarchan 
tradition is more complex, mostly because Iago tries to paint her as a whore throughout 
the play. Also, Desdemona is first introduced in Act I as a disobedient daughter who has 
defied her father's wishes by marrying a Moor. However, Cassio's description of 
Desdemona, which seems to reflect public perceptions of her, is full of Petrarchan cliches 
as he calls her the "grace of heaven" (II, i, 84)28 and fervently states that even the 
turbulent seas are calmed by "the divine Desdemona" (II, i, 73). Also complying with 
patriarchal ideals of wifehood, Desdemona continues to show unfaltering devotion for 
28Quotations from Othello are taken from Alvin Keman's edition (New York: Signet, 
1986). Act, scene, and line numbers are given in the body of the essay. 
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Othello despite his increasingly strange and violent behavior. As she dies martyr-like, 
much like Mellida and Sophonisba, Desdemona both protects her husband from blame 
and takes responsibility for her own death, acts which Othello believes damn her as a liar 
rather than elevate her as a saint: 
Desdemona. A guiltless death I die. 
Emilia. 0, who hath done this deed? 
Desdemona. Nobody -- I myself. Farewell. 
Commend me to my kind lord. 0, farewell! [She dies] 
Othello. Why, how should she be murd'red? 
Emilia. Alas, who knows? 
Othello. You heard her say herself, it was not I. 
Emilia. She said so. I must needs report the truth. 
Othello. She's like a liar gone to burning hell! 
'Twas I that killed her. 
Emilia. 0, the more angel she, 
And you the blacker devil! (V, ii. IL 121-30, emphasis mine) 
According to Emilia, Desdemona's selfless act to take Othello's sin upon herself is a 
Christ-like sacrifice. Desdemona becomes a martyr for love, and her final attempt to 
shield her beloved seems to contradict Iago's cynical view of her -- that her love, "is 
merely a lust of the blood and a permission of the will" (I, iii, 330-1 ). In fact, both Emilia 
and Othello seem to have difficulty imagining an alternative to the angel/whore 
dichotomy. Emilia sees Desdemona only in terms of her saintly sacrifice. On the other 
hand, Othello cannot overlook Iago's interpretation of Desdemona as a whore until after 
she is already dead and Iago has been exposed publicly as a villain. But even when 
Othello sees through Iago's treachery, he reinstates Desdemona as an ideal, calling her a 
"heavenly sight" (V, ii, 275). He further objectifies Desdemona immediately before 
killing himself, identifying her as "a pearl ... richer than all his [a base Judean's] tribe" 
(V, ii, 343-4). 
Despite the fact that Mellida, Sophonisba, and Desdemona often embody the 
conventional female martyr, resisting corruption in society and gaining perfection in 
death, they gesture beyond the stereotypical limits of idealized femininity. They differ 
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from traditional female martyrs29 in that they are motivated more by the desire to invest 
themselves in an unconventional relationship with another, rather than in upholding a 
particular set of religious values by personifying a moral ideal. In other words, although 
the_ playwrights in this study seem to suggest that moral confusion grows out of
conventional values that need to be altered, the women in their plays do not focus upon 
c�eating a particular set of moral standards through which to cleanse society at large. 
Instead, Mellida, Sophonisba, and Desdemona represent a new type of woman who both 
anticipates the rebirth of a less corrupt society and asserts her own desires even when they 
do not fit neatly into a specific moral code. 
Despite the description of her as heavenly provided by Antonio, Mellida does not 
fit comfortably within the stereotypical patriarchal vision of ideal femininity. Even as she 
seems to represent the ideal chaste female, adored by Antonio and commodified by Piero 
because of her potential marriage value, Mellida subtly expresses erotic inclinations. 
Although the erotic often seeps into Petrarchan male discourse concerning women, the 
reverse seems to be more uncommon, especially for idealized aristocratic ladies, who 
were supposed to personify perfect modesty and virtue. Mellida's curiosity about 
sexuality is present in her first appearance in Antonio and Mellida. Rather than 
displaying passivity and reverence for patriarchal conventions, Mellida, Rosaline, and 
Flavia undermine the courtly ceremony between Piero and Mellida's suitors, Galeazzo 
and Mazzagente, as they discuss the sexual potency of the men: 
Rosaline. H'ath [Galeazzo] a short finger and a naked chin, 
A skipping eye; dare lay my judgement, faith, 
29This female martyr-type evolves from characters such as Sophocles' Antigone (442 
BC): "Look on me, princes of Thebes, / the last remnant of the old royal line; / see what I 
suffer and who makes me suffer I because I gave reverence to what claims reverence" (11. 
998-1001). Female saints of the Middle ages, such as Chaucer's Saint Cecilia from "The
Second Nun's Tale" in The Canterbury Tales (1387-1400 ), continue in the tradition.
His love is glibbery; there's no hold on't, wench. 
Give me a husband whose aspect is firm, 
A full-cheeked gallant with a bouncing thigh; 
0, he is the paradiso delle madonne contente. 
Mellida. Even such a one was my Antonio. (Al: I, i, 107-112) 
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Rosaline suggests that a good man is not only constant to one woman or a successful 
courtier, but is also sexually potent. Mellida answers that Antonio is such a man. Here, 
�ellida's hint that her love for Antonio is based upon not only his goodness in 
comparison to the other suitors but also on her desire to be with a sexually pleasing man 
suggests that she falls outside of conventional boundaries of modesty for aristocratic 
women. Indeed, over-interest in sexuality for both men and women was perceived as 
transgressive even within marriage at this time: "Guilty outside of wedlock, sensual 
passion became all the more blamable within the bonds of matrimony, where it threatened 
not only the controlled, contractual concept of conjugal affections and the health of 
offspring conceived in the heat of amorous excess, but also the couple's ability to love 
God, contaminated as they were by terrestrial rather than spiritual love. 1130 Outside of the
company of her private female group, Mellida's remark would have been perceived as 
sinful, definitely not characteristic of an idealized Petrarchan lady or obedient, chaste 
daughter. 
Also, Mellida violates traditional norms surrounding matrimonial relationships 
when she attempts to foster a relationship based upon mutuality with Antonio. When she 
escapes from her father's corrupt court, in which "public power strength'neth private 
wrong" (Al: I, i, 85), and reunites with Antonio in the marshes outside Venice, their 
desire to establish a private space untainted by society seems to be on the verge of 
realization. Antonio and Mellida greet each other in Italian, exchanging emotional vows 
of love: 
Antonio. Spavento del rnio core, dole Mellida, 
30Grieco, 67.
Di. grave morte ristoro vero, dolce Mellida, 
Celeste salvatrice, sovrana Mellida 
Del mio sperar; trofeo vero Mellida. 
Mellida. Diletta e soave anima mia Antonio. 
Godevole bellezza, cortese Antonio. 
Signor mio e virginal amore bell' Antonio, 
Gusto dei miei sensi, car' Antonio. 
* * * * 
Antonio. Dammi un bacio da quella bocca beata. 
Lasciami coglier l 'aura odorata 
Che in su aleggia, in quelle <loci labbra. (Al: IV, i, 181-8, 193-5) 
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In this exchange, Antonio and Mellida blur the lines between the physical and the 
spiritual. Although their conversation can be seen as Petrarchan, I believe that the 
significance of its being in Italian underscores the disjunction between the world and 
Antonio and Mellida's love, which is truly foreign to Piero and his court. After their 
enthusiastic greeting, Mellida gives an indication of the kind of relationship that she 
hopes to share with Antonio: 
Mellida. Good sweet, scout o'er the marsh, for my heart trembles 
At every little breath that strikes my ear. 
When thou retumest sit, and I'll discourse 
How I deceived the court; then thou shalt tell 
How thou escap'dst the watch; we'll point our speech 
With amorous kissing, kissing commas, and even suck 
The liquid breath from out each other's lips. (Al: IV, i, 199-205)3 1
This passage underscores Mellida's desire that her relationship with Antonio will 
encompass many· different modes of being, including both the conventional and 
unconventional. Mellida adheres to the conventional stereotype of men as protectors 
when she tells Antonio to scout for potential danger. At the same time, however, she 
seems to be influencing Antonio's actions, who agrees to search the area even though his 
"panting blood persuades" (Al: IV, i, 207) him to stay with Mellida. The promised 
3 1 Paradise Lost contains a scene interestingly similar to this one. Eve relates that she 
prefers to hear Raphael's explanation of celestial motion from Adam: "Chose rather; hee, 
she knew would intermix / Grateful digressions, and solve his dispute / With conjugal 
Caresses, from his Lip/ Not Words alone pleas'd her." (Book XIII, 11. 54-8) 
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exchange of adventure stories mingled with kisses also suggests the presence of erotic 
desire within Mellida's speech. She literally wants to "suck the liquid breath" from 
Antonio's lips, thus cementing their connection to each other physically in the same way 
tha� she imagines that their exchange of stories and their shared danger will link them 
emotionally. 
In addition to ideal and erotic nuances in her relationship with Antonio, Mellida 
also shows a maternal concern for Antonio's welfare, even when she has been imprisoned 
unjustly by her father: 
Mellida. Let me entreat a favour, gracious love: 
Be patient, see me die. Good, do not weep. 
Go sup, sweet chuck; drink and securely sleep. (A2: II, ii, 113-5) 
Ready to face her execution stoically because of Antonio's assurances that he believes in 
her faithfulness, Mellida begs him to accept her death without risking his own safety. 
After the caesura in the second line quoted above, Mellida's tone seems to change from 
that of a formal petitioner to an informal caretaker. Mellida, mother-like, asks Antonio to 
focus upon his own material needs, rather than her imprisonment and impending 
execution. , Mellida's change in tone here represents the kinds of ambiguities present in 
her relationship with Antonio. 
Finally, Mellida transgresses the usual boundaries that define femininity by 
expressing her own personal desires during her trial. In the midst of her suffering, she 
delivers a moving speech that not only evokes pity from the audience but also shows her 
commitment to Antonio: 
Mellida. Produce the devil, let your Strozzo [the man accusing her of 
unchastity] come; 
I can defeat his strongest argument 
Which --
Piero. With what? 
Mellida. With tears, with blushes, sighs and clasped hands, 
With innocent upreared anns to heaven; 
With my unnooked simplicity. These, these 
Must, will, can only quit my heart of guilt; 
Heaven permits not taintless blood be spilt. 
If no remorse live in your savage breast -­
Piero. Then thou must die. 
Mellida. Yet dying, I'll be bl est. 
Piero. Accursed by me. 
Mellida. Yet blest, in that I strove 
To live and die --
Piero. My hate. 
Mellida. --Antonio's love! (A2: IV, i, 145-157, emphasis mine) 
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Mellida's personal motivations seem to be summed up in the phrase, "Antonio's love," 
which has been her focus throughout both the plays. Subordinate to Mellida's desire to 
express her love for Antonio is her wish to absolve herself of the charges of unchastity 
brought against her (with sighs, tears, etc.32). Mellida asserts her personal desires
publicly in this passage, an act which seems to move her beyond female characters, such 
as Juliet, who never really have this type of opportunity. In fact, Mellida is one of the 
first women in Renaissance drama who undermines corruption in the patriarchy by 
expressing her personal desires in a public setting.33
Unlike Mellida, Antonio's identity becomes re-integrated into society when he 
begins to favor revenge over love. In Antonio's Revenge, the actions of Antonio seem 
eerily similar to those of Piero. Antonio changes from a lover to a revenger when 
Andrugio's ghost, reminiscent of Hamlet's father, commands Antonio to avenge his 
murder. As a revenger Antonio loses his most admirable quality -- his focus upon his 
love for Mellida. Although Antonio retains the belief that she is innocent of unchastity, 
his obsessive desire to avenge his father's murder compels him to fake his own death 
which in tum leads to Mellida's dying of grief. In addition to his questionable behavior 
toward Mellida at the end of Antonio's Revenge, Antonio loses heroic status when he 
32Mellida endows the act of sighing with a kind of power that contradicts the more
traditional notion that sighs and tears are signs of powerlessness and passivity. 
33In addition to the women in this study, see the "trial" scenes of Vittoria in Webster's
The White Devil (ill, ii) and Tamyra in Chapman's Bussy D'Ambois (IV, i). 
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enthusiastically takes up the role of revenger. Antonio's behavior is particularly brutal 
when he murders Julio, Piero's son, even after Julio tells Antonio that, "since my mother 
died I loved you best" (A2: III, ii, 153). But even in the face of the boy's pleas for mercy, 
A11;tonio stabs him, claiming: "It is not thee I hate, not thee I kill. / Thy father's blood that 
flows within thy veins" (A2: III, ii, 178-9). Perhaps it is because Piero's blood also flows 
i� Mellida's veins that Antonio unconsciously concerns himself more with revenge than 
with protecting her from her own grief. Of course, Antonio has no conscious doubts that 
Mellida has been tainted by her father's blood, and he asks others to remember her even 
after her death: "And when the subject of your passions spent, / Sing 'Mellida is dead'" 
(A2: V, iii, 171-2). Ironically, it is Antonio's passion, revenge, that not only causes him to 
become morally suspect at the end of the play but also precludes any chance he has to 
create a meaningful private life with Mellida. 
The character of Mellida represents an aristocratic woman who gestures toward 
establishing a different kind of identity for herself when she tests the conventional norms 
of femininity. Although Mellida is not portrayed as an individual with a rich inner life, 
there are moments in the two Antonio plays in which her behavior sets her apart from 
society, not simply because she is an idealized heavenly creature above the violence and 
corruption in Piero's Venice, but because she is a real woman who desires to establish an 
intimate private life based upon mutuality, maternal care, and sexual exchange with 
Antonio. 
In his last completed play, Sophonisba (1606), Marston presents another strong 
female character, Sophonisba, who seems to move beyond Mellida's example insofar as 
she directly expresses a desire for an unconventional private relationship based upon 
mutuality. As the play begins, both Sophonisba's private role as a new wife and her 
public role as an important woman in Carthage are highlighted. On the night of her 
wedding, Sophonisba privately undermines patriarchal norms when she criticizes the 
ceremony associated with marriage and voices a desire to be an active participant in her 
20 
relationship with Masinissa, her new husband. When Syphax, who had once been a rival 
for Sophonisba's hand, and the Romans attack Carthage, she publicly embraces a kind of 
warrior persona for herself, which enables her to participate indirectly in Carthage's war 
with Rome. 
Unlike Mellida, Sophonisba seems to be self-conscious about her desire to 
e�tablish an alternative mode of life through her relationship with Masinissa, her new 
husband. In fact, upon her first appearance in Sophonisba, she underscores the 
disjunction between her own beliefs and societal values as she discusses the artificiality 
of marriage rituals with Zanthia, her servant, even as she waits for Masinissa to join her 
in their bridal chamber: 
Sophonisba. I wonder, Zanthia, why the custom is 
To use such ceremony, such strict shape 
About us women. Forsooth, the bride must steal 
Before her lord to bed; and then delays 
Long expectations, all against known wishes. 
I hate these figures in locution, 
These about-phrases forced by ceremony. 
We must still seem to fly what we most seek, 
And hide ourselves from that we fain would find us. 
Let those that think and speak and do just acts 
Know form can give no virtue to their acts 
Nor detract vice. (I, ii, 5-16, emphasis mine) 
In this speech, which is essentially a critique of the unnaturalness of ceremony, 
Sophonisba expresses her opinion that virtue is not found in external actions, but within 
individuals. Using words such as "forced" and "strict," Sophonisba denounces the 
wedding ceremony, a ritual which usually solidifies the authority of husbands, not only 
because it forestalls the physical pleasure that she expects to experience but also because 
it is artificial and goes against "known wishes." She suggests that ceremony is a feigned 
display designed to force women into more subservient roles. For instance, it is women 
who must "steal" to bed before their husbands, "fly" from the appearance of sexual 
appetite, and "hide" from the type of intimate exchange that they most seek with their 
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husbands. By contrast, Sophonisba advocates a relationship in which she can "think and 
speak" freely and honestly. It is interesting to examine the pronouns used by Sophonisba 
in this speech and others throughout the play as she shifts from "we/us" to "I," or from 
coi:unenting on situations affecting women in general to those affecting her specifically. 
Despite Sophonisba's comments against the artificiality of ceremony, her marriage 
night is celebrated with an elaborate rite. Upon entering the bedchamber accompanied by 
music and dancing, Masinissa approaches Sophonisba, invoking Jove, Juno, Apollo, and, 
of course, Hymen, in an elaborate procession. Sophonisba, too, participates in the 
ceremony, although her song in response to Masinissa's entrance seems to undermine the 
ritual: 
Sophonisba. A modest silence, though't be thought 
A virgin's beauty and her highest honour, 
Though bashful feignings nicely wrought 
Grace her that virtue takes not in, but on her,
What / dare think/ boldly speak; 
After my word my well-bold action rusheth. 
In open flame then passion break! 
Where virtue prompts, thought, word, act never blusheth. 
(I, ii, 44-51, emphasis mine)
In her song, Sophonisba qualifies traditional views of marriage by expressing her own 
desires, suggesting that virtue and passion are not mutually exclusive. Again, Sophonisba 
both generalizes and personalizes her situation. She admits that modest silence is the 
norm for virgins, but she refuses to take on the role of the modest, bashful bride. In fact, 
she suggests that modesty for virgins is only an outward act used to disguise a lack of 
virtue within. By contrast to virgins, she celebrates her passion and reaffirms her desire 
to be active rather than passive in her marriage -- she will think and speak and follow this 
up with action. Ironically, Sophonisba uses the wedding night ceremony in order to assert 
her own beliefs about marriage. Like before, she differentiates herself from other women 
by using "her" instead of "I" in lines 45 and 47, and she describes the kind of wife that she 
hopes to be -- a wife who wishes to participate in her marriage actively and not just 
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occupy space for "show." In this speech, she self-consciously outlines a new kind of role 
for herself in her marriage -- a role which will allow her to express her autonomy. 
When Syphax invades Carthage, Sophonisba takes on the more public persona of 
a �arrior. 34 She reacts to the report of the attack stoically, taking responsibility for
Syphax's rage as if she were a general who had lost a battle: "My choice of love hath 
g_iven this sudden danger / To yet strong Carthage; 'twas I lost the fight" (I, ii, 171-2,
emphasis mine). Instead of regretting her marriage, though, Sophonisba seems to 
welcome the opportunity for her new husband to prove that he is truly a worthy match for 
her. In fact, she vows that she will lose respect for Masinissa if he does not agree to fight 
for Carthage: 
Sophonisba. But let my lord [Masinissa] leave Carthage, quit his virtue, 
I will not love him, yet must honour him, 
As still good subjects must bad princes. (I, ii, 17 5-7) 
This passage is important in helping to illustrate Sophonisba's own ideas, which differ 
slightly from societal norms. She sees a distinct difference between loving/respecting her 
husband and honoring/obeying him. Apparently Sophonisba prefers the former option. 
Moreover, she compares a cowardly husband to an unjust prince -- both must be obeyed, 
but the individual subject may choose whether to respect his or her husband and/or ruler. 
Therefore, rather than displaying blind devotion to her husband as patriarchal convention 
dictates, she decides to base her perceptions of Masinissa upon his actions. 
Masinissa does agree to fight for Carthage, an act which Sophonisba wishes she 
could imitate. Sophonisba laments the fact that she is unable to join Masinissa and 
announces her desire to be a man because she is limited as a woman: 
Sophonisba. . .. no low appetite 
Of my sex' weakness can or shall o'ercome 
34Desdemona and the Duchess of Malfi also compare themselves to soldiers, possibly
because they do not have a feminine equivalent which will signify their "fights" against 
convention. 
Due grateful service unto you or virtue.­
Witness, ye gods, I never until now 
Repined at my creation; now I wish 
I were no woman, that my arms might speak 
My heart to Carthage. But in vain, my tongue 
Swears I am woman still: I talk too long. (I, ii, 181-8) 
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In 'these eight lines, Sophonisba uses the word "my" or "I" ten times. This emphasis on 
the personal pronoun may suggest that Sophonisba has begun to envision herself outside 
of the traditional limits of femininity -- in this case, the "I" reflects both her perceived 
independence and her ultimate passivity. And yet, despite her unconventional ideas on 
marriage and ceremony, she is still limited by social constructs of femininity. In this 
speech she not only underscores the weaknesses of women, but she also intentionally 
restrains herself from further speech because she is afraid that it will be perceived as a 
weakness.35 Sophonisba is also frustrated because her gender keeps her from acting. She 
recognizes that despite her earlier declaration ("What I dare think I boldly speak; / After 
my word my well-bold action rusheth" (I, ii, 48-9)), she is powerless to take action. 
Instead, she resolves to celebrate Masinissa's brave deeds and glory. In the end, she must 
live her fantasy of being active -- of being a warrior -- through her husband. 
Sophonisba does participate directly in the war when she is traded to Syphax by 
the captains of Carthage and her father in return for Syphax's betrayal of the Romans. 
Afraid of Syphax's wrath and the strength of the Roman force, Carthalon, a senator, tries 
to convince Sophonisba to betray Masinissa and become Syphax's wife. Sophonisba 
implores Carthalon to reconsider: 
Sophonisba. We all have sworn good Masinissa faith; 
Speech makes us men, and there's no other bond 
'Twixt man and man but words. (II, i, 117-9) 
For Sophonisba, words create identity. Interestingly, she describes the power of speech as 
a masculine trait. In fact, she implicitly invests herself with male speech when she 
35In Renaissance drama, it was common for men to criticize excessive speech in women. 
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addresses the lords of Carthage as if she were a man, using the pronoun "us." Unlike 
most of the Carthaginian officials, Sophonisba seems to resist hypocritical behavior. Less 
than twenty lines later, though, she relents to the request of the Carthaginian officials 
be�ause her status as a woman limits her ability to resist:
Sophonisba. . .. for gods and we 
See as things are; things are not for we see. 
But since affected wisdom in us women 
Is our sex' highest folly, I am silent; 
I cannot speak less well, unless I were 
More void of goodness. -- Lords of Carthage, thus; 
The air and earth of Carthage owes my body, 
It is their servant. (II, i, 134-41) 
Sophonisba's behavior is ambiguous here. Gone is her earlier zest to speak her own mind 
openly and follow up her words with action. Because she chooses to take on the role of 
public servant to the people of Carthage, she is limited again by societal perceptions of 
women. In the first two lines of the passage above, she admits that the world cannot be 
altered by the perceptions of one individual. She seems to lament the fact that her gender 
limits her protests, but she also embraces the role of political heroine/martyr, making her 
more like a malcontent than any of the other women in this study. (Arguably, though, her 
motivation for embracing this role is to save Carthage from the Romans, thus her 
embrace of a conventional identity would have been perceived as more sympathetic than 
that of a malcontent.) It is only when she is again alone that Sophonisba voices her own 
opinions: 
Sophonisba. 0 fortunate poor maids, that are not forced 
To wed for state nor are for state divorced! 
Whom policy of kingdoms doth not marry, 
But pure affection makes to love or vary; 
* * * * 
0, you are surely blessed of the sky; 
You live, that know not death before you die. (N, i, 35-8, 41-2) 
Sophonisba associates her plight with her public position in society, lamenting her 
inability to make her own choices. She imagines that common women are better able to 
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establish the kind of marriages that she advocates -- marriages that are not governed by 
public policy or societal conventions. (Sophonisba's notions here are somewhat 
undermined by Zanthia's earlier comment that all women gain their identities through 
ce�emony (I, ii, 18-28.)) 
Of course, Sophonisba cannot have this kind of simple life with Masinissa 
b�cause they both are governed by their public duties. Masinissa cannot maintain his 
devotion to Sophonisba because he has made a political alliance with the Roman general, 
Scipio. Sophonisba's fate, too, is governed by her public identity. Instead of allowing 
herself to be taken to Rome as a prisoner, Sophonisba decides to kill herself. Although 
she had tried to question conventional ideas of feminine behavior on her wedding night, 
Sophonisba contradicts her earlier unconventional desires when she begins to embody the 
female stereotype of a virtuous martyr. In fact, her last speech, in Act V, in which she 
seems to be upholding patriarchal values is almost unrecognizable in relation to her 
earlier speeches in Act I, in which she had voiced her own desires: 
Sophonisba. And now with undismayed resolve behold, 
To save you -- you (for honour and just faith 
Are most true gods, which we should much adore), 
With even disdainful vigour I give up 
An abhorred life. [ she drinks J 
--You have been good to me, 
And I do thank thee, heaven. 0 my stars, 
I bless your goodness, that with breast unstained, 
Faith pure, a virgin wife, tried to my glory, 
I die, of female faith the long-lived story, 
Secure from bondage and all servile harms, 
But more, most happy in my husband's arms. 
(V, iii, 96-106, emphasis mine) 
Sophonisba, fulfilling the images of a Christian ideal, announces that her example will 
transcend the political upheaval in Carthage. However, her last words are not in reference 
to her martyred fate, but about her intimate position in her husband's arms. Also, her 
reference to dying in line 104 may refer to her sexuality in addition to her status as a 
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martyr. In this moment, she seems to move toward reclaiming a small sense of 
separateness from her public persona. 
In Othello (1603-4), Desdemona, much like Sophonisba and Mellida, attempts to 
cr�ate an unconventional personal space with a beloved, even as she continues to embody 
societal ideals in many ways. Like Mellida, Desdemona openly rebels against her father's 
a_uthority in order to marry Othello, a Moor. Not willing to accept the fact that his once 
demure daughter has subverted his authority, Brabantio suggests that Othello has used 
magic in order to beguile Desdemona: "I therefore vouch again / That with some 
mixtures pow'rful o'er the blood, / Or with some dram, conjured to this effect, / He 
wrought upon her" (I, iii, 103-6). Implicit in Brabantio's condemnation of Othello is his 
paranoia that his own aristocratic blood-line has been tainted. By contrast, Desdemona 
bases her judgments of Othello solely on his personal merit rather than on his social 
status, degree, or race. 
After her marriage, Desdemona publicly defends her subversion of the patriarchy 
before the Duke. In this "trial" scene, Desdemona skillfully intertwines conventional 
values with her own personal desires, and in so doing, she manipulates patriarchal norms 
so that her choice of Othello seems to be justified. Showing that she is almost as crafty in 
the use of language as Iago, Desdemona defends her actions by ignoring her initial 
rebellion against her father: 
Desdemona. My noble father, 
I do perceive here a divided duty. 
To you I am bound for life and education; 
My life and education both do learn me 
How to respect you. You are the lord of duty, 
I am hitherto your daughter. But here's my husband, 
And so much duty as my mother showed 
To you, preferring you before her father, 
So much I challenge that I may profess 
Due to the Moor my lord. (I, iii, 178-187) 
27 
Here Desdemona tries to persuade the Duke and her father that as a dutiful wife, she must 
prefer her husband to her father. She never explains her original disobedience-- she 
simply does not mention it. Also, Desdemona craftily compares herself to her mother, a 
pe�fect wife, probably in order to draw attention away from her rebellion. In fact, it is 
difficult to believe that Desdemona's behavior is based upon the same values that she has 
s9 recently subverted. Instead, it seems more logical to suppose that Desdemona 
manipulates the language of the patriarchy publicly, but does not really apply its values 
and norms entirely to her own relationship with Othello. Brabantio senses the failed logic 
in Desdemona's defense and warns Othello: "Look to her, Moor, if thou hast eyes to see: 
/ She has deceived her father, and may thee" (I, iii, 287-8). Iago also recognizes that 
Desdemona's subversion of her father's will is a potential weapon for his own villainy. 
He notices Desdemona's propensity for speaking out in this scene, a tendency which he 
will later exploit. 
Desdemona, like Mellida, fosters a relationship with Othello which seems to be 
based upon mutuality. According to Hyungji Park, "the marriage between Othello and 
Desdemona is one that they themselves have chosen; it has not been planned and 
executed among men who wish to establish kinship ties. "36 So, what is the marriage 
based on -- love, mutual admiration, respect, ambition? Initially, Desdemona seems to 
have been attracted to Othello because of his otherness. As he told her exotic stories of 
adventure and danger, Desdemona responded with, "a greedy ear" (I, iii, 148), and, "a 
world of kisses" (I, iii, 158).37 Moreover, according to Othello she seemed to envy his 
adventures and longed for one of her own: 
Othello. She [Desdemona]swore in faith 'twas strange, 'twas passing 
strange; 
36Hyungji Park, "The Traffic in Desdemona: Race and Sexual Transgression in Othello,"
The Journal of English La,nguage and Literature 41.4 (1995): 1067. 
37In some editions, this is "a world of sighs." 
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'Twas pitiful, 'twas wondrous pitiful. 
She wished she had not heard it; yet she wished 
That heaven had made her such a man. (I, iii, 159-62, emphasis mine) 
Here, the meaning of Desdemona's wish is ambiguous. Either she wishes that heaven had 
created such a man for her to marry, or she wishes, like Sophonisba, that heaven had 
created her as such a man. Either way, Desdemona acts on her desire. In the first case, 
she works to make a match with Othello. In fact, she seems to be more than "half the 
wooer" (I, iii, 174). Not only does she encourage his story-telling with kisses, tears, etc., 
but she also brashly tells him that he has won her love: 
Othello. She thanked me, 
And bade me, if I had a friend that loved her, 
I should but teach him how to tell my story, 
And that would woo her. Upon this hint I spake. 
She loved me for the dangers I had passed, 
And I loved her that she did pity them. (I, iii, 162-7) 
In addition to her wooing of Othello, it is Desdemona who actually sneaks out of her 
home to elope with him. In the second case -- if Desdemona actually wishes to be a man 
so that she may experience adventure -- she also acts to fulfill her desire by becoming 
Othello's companion on his voyage to Cyprus. Othello, too, seems to sense that 
Desdemona possesses qualities that are traditionally associated with maleness and even 
addresses her as a warrior. Upon his arrival to Cyprus after his separation from 
Desdemona, Othello greets her as, "my fair warrior" (11, i, 180). Also, when Desdemona 
and he are awakened by Cassio's street brawling, Othello assures Desdemona that, "'tis 
the soldiers' life/ To have their balmy slumbers waked with strife" (11, iii, 256-7). In light 
of his earlier description of Desdemona as a warrior and his use of the pronoun, "their," 
Othello's comments about a soldier's life seem to apply to her as well as himself. 
Desdemona exercises her "warrior's" voice on the first day of her marriage. She 
asks the Duke to allow her to accompany Othello on his mission to Cyprus: 
Desdemona. That I love the Moor to live with him, 
My downright violence, and storm of fortunes, 
May trumpet to the world. My heart's subdued 
Even to the very quality of my lord. 
I saw Othello's visage in his mind, 
And to his honors and his valiant parts 
Did I my soul and fortunes consecrate. 
So that, dear lords, if I be left behind, 
A moth of peace, and he go to the war, 
The rites for why I love him are bereft me, 
And I a heavy interim shall support 
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By his dear absence. Let me go with him. (I, iii, 243-54, emphasis mine) 
Here, Desdemona indicates several of the reasons why she sees herself as Othello's 
match. She says that she loves Othello because of his quality/merit, an attribute which 
overrides the fact that he is a Moor. Desdemona, unlike her father, is able to overlook the 
fact that Othello is of a different race by ignoring his exterior self and focusing upon his 
mind. She also expresses her desire to share in the type of adventure that had initially 
drawn her to Othello. For Desdemona, "the rites for why" she loves Othello are probably 
his adventures stories, stories in which she now wishes to play a part. Not only does she 
subvert traditional conventions by voicing her desires publicly, but she also blurs the 
binary opposition between sexuality and modesty as she hints that she does not want to 
postpone the consummation of her marriage, thus becoming a "moth of peace." 
Desdemona implores the Duke to allow her to accompany Othello to Cyprus because she 
wants to be close to Othello, the warrior and the lover. Othello, following Desdemona's 
lead and showing that he too loves Desdemona for her intelligence, echoes her request: 
Othello. Let her [Desdemona] have your voice. 
Vouch with me, heaven, I therefore beg it not 
To please the palate of my appetite, 
Nor to comply with heat -- the young affects 
In me defunct -- and proper satisfaction; 
But to be free and bounteous of her mind . .. (I, iii, 255-60, emphasis mine) 
In fact, Othello seems to value Desdemona's intellect and companionship even more than 
her sexuality. Surprisingly, this unconventional request that Desdemona accompany 
Othello to the warfront is not discouraged by the Duke, who tells the couple to, "privately 
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determine" (I, iii, 270), their living arrangements. Interestingly, Desdemona seems to be 
more aggressive than Othello in this scene. 
In Cyprus, Desdemona continues her unconventional behavior during a 
co_nversation with Iago as she waits for Othello's ship to land safely. Worried about 
Othello, Desdemona tries to "beguile" her own apprehension by participating in a 
�eemingly playful exchange about women with Iago. After a long dialogue in which Iago 
degrades women for their duplicity and foolishness,38 Desdemona asks Iago: 
Desdemona. But what praise couldst thou bestow on a deserving woman 
indeed -- one that in the authority of her merit did justly put on the vouch 
of very malice itself? 
Iago. She that was ever fair, and never proud; 
Had tongue at will, and yet was never loud; 
Never lacked gold, and yet went never gay; 
Fled from her wish, and yet said "Now I may"; 
She that being angered, her revenge being nigh, 
Bade her wrong stay, and her displeasure fly: 
She that in wisdom never was so frail 
To change the cod's head for the salmon's tail; 
She that could think, and nev'r disclose her mind; 
See suitors following, and not look behind: 
She was a wight (If ever such wights were) -­
Desdemona. To do what? 
Iago. To suckle fools and chronicle small beer. (11, i, 142-158) 
Implicitly, here, Desdemona asks Iago to comment upon women such as herself, women 
whose merit is great. Iago's response to Desdemona is littered with patriarchal cliches 
concerning the proper behavior of women, and although Iago's speech can be classified as 
a continuation of his light-hearted banter with Desdemona, his enthusiasm in describing 
the "ideal woman" as well as his scolding of Emilia for speaking "too much" (11, i, 103) 
38There was a common belief in the Renaissance that women were naturally inferior to 
men. See Ian Maclean's The Renaissance Notion of Women: A study in the fortunes of 
scholasticism and medical science in European intellectual life (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1980): 2-3: "The feminine, to the left, the lower, the dark and the 
disorderly become identified with one another as the lower terms of the oppositions 
masculine/feminine, right/left, upper/lower, light/dark, and order/disorder." 
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suggest that he approves of the patriarchal limitations placed on women. Even the best of 
women (like Desdemona) are good for only the most menial tasks according to Iago. To 
his sarcastic and degrading description of women, Desdemona replies: "O most lame and 
i:r�potent conclusion. Do not learn of him, Emilia, though he be thy husband. How say 
you, Cassio? Is he not a most profane and liberal counselor" (II, i, 159-62). Not only 
goes Desdemona suggest playfully that Iago may be sexually "lame and impotent" in this 
pun, but she also advises Emilia to ignore Iago's viewpoints about women and, implicitly, 
to ignore his earlier critique of Emilia's talkativeness. 
Desdemona's unconventional outspokenness is not unproblematic. On the 
contrary, even in her testimony to the Duke in which she invokes patriarchal rhetoric in 
her own defense, Desdemona implicitly draws attention to what will be her undoing. She 
may be free from her father's sphere of influence, but she has moved into her husband's. 
Park points out that: "If Othello stands as patriarchal representative, Desdemona's 
position relative to him changes subtly but distinctly, from one of equality -- Othello's 
compatriot in elopement -- to subordination -- his possession in marriage. 1139 If
Desdemona has one fault that stands out after her marriage, it is that she fails to recognize 
her subordination (subordination that is further complicated because she is from a higher 
social rank than Othello). Instead of accepting a traditional role as a passive and silent 
wife, Desdemona continues to test conventional patriarchal values by involving herself 
actively in Othello's public affairs. Even before Cassio talks to Desdemona, she has 
already petitioned for his reconciliation with Othello according to Emilia: 
39Park, 1073.
Emilia. I am sorry 
For your [Cassie's] displeasure; but all will sure be well. 
The general and his wife are talking of it, 
And she speaks for you stoutly. The Moor replies 
That he you hurt [Montano] is of great fame in Cyprus 
And great affinity, and that in wholesome wisdom 
He might not but refuse you. But he protests he loves you, 
And needs no other suitor but his likings 
To bring you in again. (ill, i, 40-8, emphasis mine) 
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Emilia reports that Othello has already relented and will reestablish Cassio as his 
lieutenant at a more appropriate time. Unfortunately for Desdemona, Othello's promise is 
not satisfactory to Cassio. Instead, Cassio petitions her to seek an immediate 
reconciliation between Othello and himself. Desdemona agrees, and in so doing carries 
her willingness to express her personal opinions into her marriage. Emily C. Bartels 
asserts that Desdemona and Shakespeare, "make clear from the outset that, while the 
agenda is Cassia's, at issue is her [Desdemona's] will and her right to voice it.1140 In fact,
Desdemona tells Cassio plainly that she intends to educate Othello by breaking him into 
submission: 
Desdemona. My lord shall never rest; 
I'll watch him tame and talk him out of patience; 
His bed shall seem a school, his board a shrift; 
I'll intermingle everything he does 
With Cassia's suit. Therefore be merry, Cassio, 
For thy solicitor shall rather die 
Than give thy cause away. (ill, iii, 22-8) 
Desdemona again subtly invokes a heroic, traditionally male persona as she vows to fight 
to the death for Cassio. 
Desdemona proves that she can successfully become the "great captain's captain" 
(11, i, 74) just fifty lines after her promise to Cassio. Othello relents, telling Desdemona: 
"Let him come when he will! I l will deny thee nothing" (ill, iii, 75-6). Even after Othello 
agrees to grant Desdemona's suit a second time, she continues to participate in public 
affairs when Lodovico arrives in Cyprus. She implies that the grievance between the two 
men is Othello's fault, completely ignoring the fact that Cassio did wrongfully injure 
40Emily C. Bartels, "Strategies of Submission: Desdemona, the Duchess, and the
Assertion of Desire." Studies in English Literature, 1500-1900 36.2 (Spring 1996): 
425.
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Montano. Robert Dickes criticizes Desdemona's behavior in this scene: "A loyal wife 
would support her husband's position, especially in public, even when he is in error."41
Of course, Desdemona is faithful, although some of her behavior can be questioned, 
especially when she lies to Othello about the handkerchief. But Desdemona bases her 
actions upon the premise that Othello is unlike other men, who often succumb to jealous 
passions. Ironically, she admits that she has idealized Othello: 
Desdemona. Nay, we must think men are not gods, 
Nor of them look for such observancy 
As fits the bridal. Beshrew me much, Emilia, 
I was, unhandsome warrior as I am, 
Arraigning his unkindness with my soul; 
But now I find I had suborned the witness, 
And he's indicted falsely. (III, iv, 148-54) 
Even though Desdemona seems to grasp the problems implicit in imagining Othello in 
idealized terms, she still cannot believe that he could exhibit the imperfect trait of 
jealousy. In fact, she blames herself for judging Othello harshly and begins to police her 
own unconventional behavior, criticizing both her sexual desires (11. 149-50) and her 
status as a kind of "warrior" (1. 15 1). 
After Desdemona realizes that Othello's "mad" behavior may have been motivated 
by jealousy, she seems to become much less outspoken about her own desires. In fact, as 
she appears at the end of Act IV, Desdemona is meek and blames herself for Othello's 
rampages. Desdemona resigns herself to dying by singing Barbary's song of "Willow." 
Completely passive at this moment, Desdemona, for the first time, suggests that her life is 
governed by fate, rather than the actions of individuals: 
Desdemona. My mother had a maid called Barbary. 
She was in love; and he she loved proved mad 
And did forsake her. She had a song of "Willow"; 
An old thing 'twas, but it expressed her fortune,
And she died singing it. That song tonight 
41Robert Dickes, "Desdemona: An Innocent Victim?" American Imago. 27 ( 1970): 290. 
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Will not go from my mind. (IV, iii, 26-30, emphasis mine)
Not only does Desdemona abandon her desires to fate, but she also seems to disregard her 
earlier unconventional identity as she takes on Barbary's persona by singing "Willow." 
Surprisingly, Emilia proves to be the more unconventional woman in the 
"Willow" scene as she suggests that the world should be reshaped according to the desires 
of individuals. In a conversation in which Desdemona cannot seem to imagine a woman 
committing adultery, Emilia tells Desdemona that women are sometimes justified in 
cuckolding their husbands: "Why, who would not make her husband a cuckold to make 
him a monarch? I should venture purgatory for't" (IV, iii, 77-9). Emilia insists that 
cuckoldry is simply "revenge" against husbands who betray their wives and that women 
are free from blame because: "The ills we [women] do, their ills instruct us so" (IV, iii, 
106)." In a moment fraught with ambiguity, Desdemona disagrees with Emilia's 
anti-patriarchal rhetoric and also criticizes traditional societal norms, calling both 
alternatives, "bad:" "Good night, good night. Heaven me such uses send,/ Not to pick 
bad from bad, but by bad mend" (IV, iii, 107-108). Desdemona's statement here, which 
cuts off Emilia's anti-male rhetoric and concludes the fourth act, suggests that she still 
does not see herself as fitting into established social conventions. Whereas Emilia is 
conventional in that she accepts polarized views of men and women, Desdemona seems 
to advocate an unorthodox solution to the inconstancy found in the world. Instead of 
revenge, she suggests working toward mending the problems within society. Moreover, 
the word "mend" here is quite resonant, calling to mind the domestic duties of women 
who repair rips in fabric. Implicitly, Desdemona seems to be suggesting that women, 
already skilled in the art of mending, are best suited to transform society by repairing the 
gulf between men and women. Desdemona's sentiments directly contradict not only 
Emilia's anti-male rhetoric but also Iago's plans to transform the world into chaos. 
Although Desdemona eventually becomes a kind of conventional female martyr 
when Othello murders her, her behavior throughout much of the play does not correspond 
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to that of a saint. She, like Mellida and Sophonisba, seems to behave ambiguously at 
times as she expresses her own wishes, even as she conforms to societal norms for 
women. The unique desires of all of the women that I have examined are eventually 
st�fled because their private lives become entangled in the public world. In fact, these 
women end up being limited in many of the same ways as malcontents. 
In The Duchess of Ma/fl (1614), John Webster creates a heroine who is arguably 
one of the most fully realized characters in Renaissance drama. Not only does she 
succeed in creating a new kind of family, one in which the members seem to be equal, but 
she also self-consciously recreates herself, ignoring societal norms. Even as she achieves 
autonomy in her private sphere, the Duchess maintains her public persona as the ruler of 
Malfi. Ironically, it is because she occupies a position of high authority at court that she 
is able to shield herself from the gazes of her brothers and their spy, Bosola. Although 
ever present at court, Bosola is not able to infiltrate the Duchess' close-knit family of 
Antonio, Cariola, and the Duchess' children for several years. The Duchess' societal 
status also protects her from the influence of her brothers as well as allows her to 
maintain a sense of authority in her own marriage. Because the Duchess does not 
completely give up her authority in her marriage, she avoids being limited by traditional 
female roles. The difference in social rank between the Duchess and Antonio seems to 
act as a kind of balance which prevents the inequality of gender from entering into their 
relationship. This equilibrium of roles in the private setting allows the couple to create a 
sphere that does not conform to aristocratic norms. 
As Marston did in the Antonio plays, Webster creates a public world in The 
Duchess of Ma/fl in which the rebellion of his heroine against the corruption in society is 
justified and even natural. In the play, male members of the nobility, such as Ferdinand 
and the Cardinal, are wholly corrupt and seem to infect the people around them, such as 
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Bosola,42 with their unnatural behavior. Antonio's descriptions of Duke Ferdinand and 
the Cardinal point out their corrupt natures and politics: 
Antonio ... he [the Cardinal] strews in his way flatterers, panders, 
intelligencers, atheists: and a thousand such political monsters: he should 
have been Pope: but instead of coming to it by the primitive decency of the 
Church, he did bestow bribes, so largely, and so impudently, as if he 
would have carried it away without Heaven's knowledge. Some good he 
hath done. 
Delio. You have given too much of him: what's his brother? 
Antonio. The Duke there? a most perverse and turbulent nature; 
What appears in him mirth, is merely outside, 
If he laugh heartily, it is to laugh 
All honesty out of fashion. (I, ii, 84-94) 
Although Antonio's remarks are damning, they end up seeming understated at the end of 
the play when ten people are dead as a result of the brothers' actions. The Duchess, like 
Mellida, reacts against the corruption in her family by going against the wishes of her 
brothers regarding her remarriage. Interestingly, however, Webster focuses not solely 
upon the Duchess' political rebellion, which remains a secret throughout much of the 
play. Instead, he examines the alternative mode of existence that the Duchess creates for 
herself in the wake of her choice to defy her brothers. 
It seems ironic that the Duchess of Malfi, who is the most unconventional and 
strongest woman in the body of literature that I address in this study, is never given a first 
name by Webster. Webster did in fact know the name of the real duchess who was the 
inspiration for his Duchess of Malfi -- Giovanna d'Aragona. The Duchess' lack of a first 
name highlights the disjunction between her position in society and her personal identity. 
Indeed, at one point in the play, Ferdinand questions the Duchess' status as a human being 
after she gives preference to her own desires over her societal role: "Or is it true, thou art 
but a bare name, / And no essential thing" (III, ii, 74-5). The Duchess is able to look 
42See I, i, 42-4. 
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beyond the limited and limiting ideals of the patriarchy concerning identity, especially 
when she chooses Antonio for her husband. 
In contrast, Antonio bases his affection for the Duchess upon his stereotypical 
ill1;age of her as a Petrarchan ideal, at least at the beginning of the play. After having 
negatively described her brothers, Antonio defines the Duchess as an angelic creature, 
�ho is above corruption: 
Antonio. But for their sister, the right noble Duchess, 
* * * * 
For her discourse, it is so full of rapture, 
You only will begin, then to be sorry 
When she doth end her speech . . 
* * *
She throws upon a man so sweet a look, 
That it were able to raise one to a galliard 
That lay in a dead palsy; and to dote 
On that sweet countenance: but in that look 
There speaketh so divine a continence, 
As cuts off all lascivious, and vain hope. 
* 
Her days are practis'd in such noble virtue, 
That, sure her nights, nay more, her very sleeps, 
Are more in heaven, than other ladies' shrifts. 
(I, ii, 109, 112-4, 117-125, emphasis mine) 
Antonio's description seems to overwhelm him, so much so that Delio lightheartedly 
reprimands his friend for what he believes to be hyperbole: "Fie Antonio, I You play the 
wire-drawer with her commendations" (I, ii, 127-28). Antonio, ignoring Delio's teasing, 
summarizes his praise of the Duchess: "All her particular worth grows to this sum: / She 
stains the time past: lights the time to come" (I, ii, 130-1). These two lines, a rhyming 
couplet, constitute a kind of epigram for the Duchess' public persona. Whereas her 
brothers personify the status quo, she represents the potential redemption of society. 
Antonio's description is like that of a Petrarchan lover, full of hyperbole and idealization. 
In many ways, Antonio's conventional praise of the Duchess does not do her justice 
because it is her unconventionality that actually sets her apart from her brothers. 
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Like Mellida, Desdemona, and Sophonisba, the Duchess' radicalness stems from 
the fact that she pursues a relationship based upon mutuality. The Duchess' wooing of 
Antonio is similar to Desdemona's courtship with Othello. But unlike Shakespeare, 
W �bster portrays the Duchess' mind-set as she readies herself to rebel against the will of 
her brothers and marry Antonio: 
Duchess. Shall this [her brothers' warnings] move me? If all my royal 
kindred 
Lay in my way unto this marriage: 
I'll'd make them my low foot-steps. And even now, 
Even in this hate, (as men in some great battles 
By apprehending danger, have achiev'd 
Almost impossible actions: I have heard soldiers say so,) 
So I, through frights and threat'nings, will assay 
This dangerous venture. (I, ii, 260-67) 
Like Desdemona, the Duchess sees herself as masculine when she woos. In fact, 
intrinsically, their becoming wooing warriors represents a kind of battle against the status 
quo as they resist passivity. But unlike Desdemona's marriage to Othello, the Duchess' 
remains a secret for many years (long enough for her to have three children). Also, the 
Duchess seems more conscious of the fact that she is truly forging a new kind of 
existence. She asks Cariola: 
Duchess. . .. wish me good speed 
For I am going into a wilderness, 
Where I shall find nor path, nor friendly clew 
To be my guide. (I, ii, 11. 277-280) 
Indeed, the Duchess senses her own unconventionality, even before she woos Antonio, as 
well as the danger that it could mean to both her reputation and her life, but she makes the 
match anyway. In this passage, the Duchess implicitly compares herself to John the 
Baptist, who also forged unknown territory as he awaited the arrival of Christ. Like John 
the Baptist, the Duchess has come to, "prepare the way" (Mark 1 :2, Matthew 3:3). In her 
case, she provides an example to women who will follow her in seeking a life which does 
not conform to patriarchal norms. These two trail blazers also have in common the fact 
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that they are both eventually killed because their unconventionality represents a threat to 
the established order. 
The scene in which the Duchess woos Antonio is remarkable for the number of 
w�ys in which the Duchess actually goes against the established norms. As a duchess,
she goes against hierarchical norms by marrying someone beneath her social rank. As a 
�oman, she takes over the role of the patriarchy and brokers her own marriage, knowing 
that her brothers would not approve. Also, she violates the rules of courtship because she 
takes the lead in the wooing. Sensing that traditional courtship methods are not sufficient 
or honest enough for her wooing, the Duchess renounces the use of contrived and empty 
courtship ceremonies: 
Duchess. The misery of us, that are born great, 
We are forc'd to woo, because none dare woo us: 
And as a tyrant doubles with his words, 
And fearfully equivocates: so we 
Are forc'd to express our violent passions 
In riddles, and in dreams, and leave the path 
Of simple virtue, which was never made 
To seem the thing it is not. .. 
This is flesh, and blood, sir, 
'Tis not the figure cut in alabaster 
Kneels at my husband's tomb. Awake, awake, man, 
I do here put off all vain ceremony, 
And only do appear to you, a young widow 
That claims you for her husband, and like a widow, 
I use but half a blush in't. (I, ii, 356-364, 369-75) 
The Duchess' language here is unconventional in several ways. First of all, she uses 
words such as "misery," "forced," "tyrant," "fearful," and "violent" to describe traditional 
courtship as it is practiced by members of the aristocracy. Her choice of words implies 
that courtship is usually an unnatural, false process in which political maneuvering is 
more important than true feelings. Indeed, the Duchess goes on to remark that such 
deceitful courtship actually separates the wooer from his/her virtue. Next, the Duchess 
distances herself from her title by emphasizing her humanity and her physicality with 
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words such as "flesh" and "blush." Like Sophonisba, the Duchess wishes to put off all 
vain ceremony and base her relationship with Antonio on something more substantial -­
in the Duchess' case, she is drawn to Antonio's worth as a, "complete man" (I, iii, 352), 
his_ modesty, and his intelligence. The Duchess goes a step further in showing the 
unimportance of ceremony later in the scene when she tells Antonio that their personal 
e_xchange of vows is even more binding than a church ceremony: "How can the Church 
bind faster? / We now are man and wife, and 'tis the Church I That must but echo this" (II, 
i, 404-6). 
Interestingly, the Duchess improvises her own ceremony in order to raise Antonio 
to her social status: 
Duchess. This goodly roof of yours, is too low built, 
I cannot stand upright in't, nor discourse, 
Without I raise it higher: raise yourself, 
Or if you please, my hand to help you: so. [Raises him] (I, ii, 333-6) 
Recognizing the socially constructed differences between herself and Antonio, the 
Duchess conducts this ceremony in order to establish equality with her beloved. Even 
though she belittles the significance of rank a few lines later, the Duchess seems to retain 
the idea that status is important in this passage because she raises Antonio, rather than 
lowers herself to his rank. The Duchess uses the authority usually associated with 
ceremony as a means by which to create a different kind of ritual that fits with her own 
personal desires. She eventually puts aside her political position and the usual rules of 
courtship and meets Antonio as a woman who wants -- who demands -- that her marriage 
be based upon truth. Moreover, she vows that her relationship with Antonio will remain 
a secret, thus providing them both with a sanctuary from society. With Antonio, the 
Duchess creates a private space where they can remain separate from the outside world: 
"All discord, without this circumference, I Is only pitied, and not fear'd" (I, ii, 384-5). 
This "circumference" distinguishes her unconventional marriage from the rest of society 
but also anticipates its limits. 
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Because Antonio and the Duchess successfully keep their relationship a secret, 
they are able to develop their relationship over several years, unlike the other couples that 
I have examined. Not only does the couple share three children, but also they obviously 
hav� a warm, even flirtatious, domestic relationship. Unlike most playwrights of the era, 
Webster portrays sustained domestic conversations between his married couple during the 
ai;:tion of the play. These exchanges draw attention to the intimacy and playfulness of 
Antonio and the Duchess' relationship: 
Antonio. I must lie here. 
Duchess. Must? you are a lord of mis-rule. 
Antonio. Indeed, my rule is only in the night. 
Duchess. To what use will you put me? 
Antonio. We'll sleep together. 
Duchess. Alas, what pleasure can two lovers find in sleep? (ill, ii, 7-10) 
Obviously light-hearted sexual banter, this exchange illustrates the pleasure that the 
couple finds in their relationship as they mix sexual desire and simple domestic 
conversation. 
By portraying the Duchess' intimate family space on stage, Webster is able to 
challenge the alliance system of the aristocracy by contrasting the Duchess' notions of 
family to her brothers'. Ferdinand, obsessed with preserving the purity of his family's 
aristocratic bloodline, hopes to control the Duchess' sexual activity by forbidding her to 
marry. In contrast to the intimate exchange that occurs between the Duchess and 
Antonio, Ferdinand and the Cardinal base their relationship with their sister on secrecy 
and spying. They believe that she will be a "lusty widow" so they employ Bosola as a spy 
-- not to prevent the Duchess from taking lovers, but to catch her in the act. The 
Cardinal's hopes of keeping the family pure by policing his sister's chastity are 
contradicted by his own lustful behavior with Julia. However, the Cardinal's hypocrisy 
seems benign compared to his brother's incestuous impulses. Ferdinand seems to have 
become perverse because the structure of the aristocratic family itself is corrupt. Seeing 
his sister as his only equal because they are twins and share the same bloodline, 
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Ferdinand experiences incestuous impulses.43 He believes that mastering his sister's 
body is the only way that he can defend the aristocratic hierarchical structure. Ferdinand 
promises to purify the family blood by spilling the errant blood of the Duchess: "'Tis not 
yo1;1r whore's milk, that shall quench my wild-fire/ But your whore's blood" (II, v, 48-9). 
Ferdinand's paranoia is warranted. The Duchess' relationship with Antonio does 
r�present a turning away from the traditional notions of the Renaissance aristocratic 
family, not only because she chooses to marry without her brothers' permission or 
because she chooses someone who is of a lower class, but also because she creates the 
framework of her own life. 
At the end of the wooing scene, Cariola raises the question that almost every 
reader of The Duchess of Malfi must come back to when discussing the Duchess: 
"Whether the spirit of greatness, or of woman/ Reign most in her, I know not, but it 
shows/ A fearful madness" (I, ii, 417-19). Here, "woman" implies a kind of deviant 
whimsy that is counter to "greatness," but I suggest that for the Duchess, greatness and 
womanliness are not mutually exclusive. Because of her self-fashioning, she does not 
need to fulfill the ideal stereotypes of femininity in order to achieve greatness. In her 
private realm, the Duchess can be both a partner in an equal relationship and a trail-blazer 
for others who may eventually follow her example. The Duchess has redefined greatness 
in order to fit it with her complex idea of herself as a soldier, a wife, a mother, and an 
individual. It is when her non-traditional marriage and her rebellion against the 
patriarchy are exposed, that her newly fashioned identity is truly tested. She clings to 
both her love for Antonio and her warrior-status in order to retain her autonomy even in 
the face of death and the destruction of her private oasis. 
The moment that her personal sphere is breached by Ferdinand, the Duchess 
invokes her "greatness" in order to fortify herself against Ferdinand's anger: "For know, 
43 A similar impulse is present in the character of Giovanni, 'Tis Pity She's a Whore.
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whether I am doom'd to live, or die,/ I can do both like a prince" (III, ii, 70-1). Here, 
"prince" refers to her autonomy as well as her status as the maker of her own identity. 
Cleverly, the Duchess invokes her public title, hoping that Ferdinand will respect her 
au�hority as a Duchess even if he cannot recognize her individual autonomy. When this 
fails, she tries to defend her decision to marry and assures her brother that she is not a 
�hore, but a married woman.44 She asks: "Why might not I marry? / I have not gone 
about, in this, to create I Any new world, or custom" (III, ii, 110-2). The Duchess' 
comment here is both factual and misleading. She recognizes that from Ferdinand's 
perspective she has married below her station in society, but she has kept that marriage 
private. Thus, she asserts that she has not really changed the world in general. But she 
has created a different kind of world for herself and has therefore gone against custom. 
After Ferdinand confronts the Duchess about her secret marriage and leaves her, 
hoping that she will kill herself with his poniard, she is momentarily stunned, but then 
regains control of the situation and warns Cariola and Antonio about the danger they now 
face: 
Duchess. Away! 
Oh misery, methinks unjust actions 
Should wear these masks and curtains; and not we 
You must instantly part hence: I have fashion'd it already. (III, ii, 157-60) 
Again, the Duchess insists that her marrying outside her class is not unnatural and sets 
into motion a plan that she thinks will protect her family. Unfortunately for the Duchess, 
her plan is thwarted because of Bosola's false friendship. Immediately before Bosola 
gives the Duchess a letter from Ferdinand that threatens Antonio, she delivers her most 
moving criticism against the aristocratic family ideal: 
Duchess. The birds, that live i'th' field 
On the wild benefit of nature, live 
Happier than we; for they may choose their mates, 
44Reminiscent of Desdemona's arguments before the Duke (I, iii) 
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And carol their sweet pleasures to the spring. (ill, v, 17-20) 
The Duchess invokes the natural image of birds, whose instinctual mating processes are 
preferable to the forced marriages imposed by aristocratic men. She laments that the 
simple birds are happier than people because their behavior is more natural. Moreover, 
birds are able to "carol" or announce their loves openly, a privilege which society denies 
to the Duchess and Antonio. But despite all of her eloquent and emotional exchanges 
w1th Antonio, the Duchess and her two youngest children are taken into custody by 
Bosola. As she faces captivity, the Duchess again wishes that she were a man, so that she 
could physically defend herself against Bosola and refashion him into his true self: 
Duchess. Were I a man, 
I'll'd beat that counterfeit face into thy other-­
Bosola. One of no birth. 
Duchess. Say that he was born mean, 
Man is most happy, when's own actions 
Be arguments and examples of his virtue. (ill, v, 116-20) 
The Duchess tells Bosola that a man's true happiness comes from his ability to act for 
himself rather than from the confines of a social status. Sensing that she is limited by her 
gender, the Duchess, like Sophonisba, wishes that she were a man so that she could free 
herself. (Remember, the Duchess already has compared herself to a soldier in the wooing 
scene.) The Duchess, unlike the other women in this study, though, retains her sense of 
identity throughout the play, never completely reverting to conventional definitions of 
herself as a female martyr. She tells Bosola that she is, "arm'd 'gainst misery:/ Bent to all 
sways of the oppressor's will" (ill, v, 141-2). Here again, the Duchess invokes the 
persona of a soldier. 
In fact, the Duchess seems to be stronger than ever in captivity. When Ferdinand 
asks Bosola to report on the Duchess' demeanor in prison, he seems to be sincerely 
impressed by her bearing: 
Bosola. Nobly: I'll describe her: 
She's sad, as one long us'd to't: and she seems 
Rather to welcome the end of misery 
Than shun it: a behavior so noble, 
As gives a majesty to adversity: 
You may discern the shape of loveliness 
More perfect in her tears, than in her smiles; 
She will muse four hours together: and her silence, 
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Methinks, expresseth more than if she spake. (IV, i, 2-10, emphasis mine) 
The last two lines in this passage allude to the fact that the Duchess' autonomy remains 
intact even as she is being held captive by her brothers. It is her private interior self that 
B6sola identifies as the most admirable part of the Duchess. Silently, she achieves a 
different kind of nobility than her "noble" brothers despite the fact that they have 
imprisoned her. She transcends her situation by looking forward to release from the 
corrupt world of her brothers. Ferdinand curses her resolution and heightens his sister's 
punishment to include psychological torture, which he believes will reshape the Duchess 
according to his wishes. 
With the possible exception of a momentary fall into despair over the supposed 
deaths of Antonio and their eldest son, the Duchess is able to withstand her torture. In 
fact, it is as the Duchess faces torture that the audience is best able to appreciate her 
ability to retain a sense of autonomy and assert herself against the chaos present in 
society: 
Duchess. I'll tell thee [Cariola] a miracle, 
I am not mad yet, to my cause of sorrow. 
Th'heaven o'er my head seems made of molten brass, 
The earth of flaming sulphur, yet I am not mad. 
I am acquainted with sad misery, 
As the tann'd galley-slave45 is with his oar. 
Necessity makes me suffer constantly. 
And custom makes it easy. (IV, ii, 24-31) 
Despite the trauma of seeing what she believes to be her murdered husband and child, the 
Duchess' spirit remains in tact. Her autonomy is pushed to its limits, but it is not lost 
completely. David J. Bradshaw comments upon the Duchess' heroism: 
45Coincidentally, the Duchess compares her torture to that of a galley slave, perhaps not 
knowing that Bosola had served two years in the galley. 
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... her daring resolve to raise Antonio to her own aristocratic position 
excites admiration; and the steady devotion and natural warmth of her 
domestic life evokes sympathy. Yet it is not until playgoers see her endure 
suffering with unbroken will and pride that they recognize that 'integrity of 
life' which is central to Webster's conception of heroism.46
The Duchess also reveals that she has integrity when she faces her death. It is at 
this moment that the Duchess invokes the example of Portia, Brutus' wife: "Portia, I'll 
n�w kindle thy coals again47 , / And revive the rare and almost dead example/ Of a loving 
wife" (IV, i, 72-74).48 Even though the Duchess compares herself to Portia, a more 
traditional female, she does not undermine her own unconventionality. On the contrary, I 
believe that the Duchess' invocation of Portia is consistent with her uniqueness. From 
antiquity, the Duchess chooses a female role model who would have been seen as 
unconventional in her own time. Plutarch characterizes Portia as having a close 
relationship with her husband and a voice in their marriage. In fact, she dies in order to 
protect Brutus during war-time, and in so doing, she, like the Duchess, may be considered 
a kind of soldier. According to Shakespeare's portrayal of Portia in Julius Caesar (with 
which Webster would have probably been familiar), she is a strong and outspoken woman 
who invests herself in her husband's life and career: 
Portia. I grant I am a woman, but withal 
A woman that Lord Brutus took to wife: 
I grant I am a woman, but withal 
A woman well reputed, Cato's daughter. 
Think you I am no stronger than my sex, 
Being so father'd and so husbanded? 
46David J. Bradshaw, "Bosola: A Perspective That Shows Us Tragedy," The Work of
Dissimilitude, eds. David G. Allen and Robert A. White (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 1988), 250. 
47 According to Plutarch in Makers of Rome, Portia swallowed burning coals, and kept her 
mouth closed until she choked. 
48Quotations from Julius Caesar are taken from the Dover thrift edition (New York: 
Dover Publications, 1991). Act, scene, and line numbers are given in the body of the 
essay. 
Tell me you counsels, I will not disclose 'em: 
I have made strong proof of my constancy, 
Giving myself a voluntary wound 
Here in the thigh: can I bear that with patience 
And not my husband's secrets? (II, i, 292-301) 
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The Duchess' comparing herself to Portia seems especially apt in light of this passage. 
Both women empower their actions with aristocratic authority and have marriages based 
upon equality rather than submission. Later in the play, Portia, like the Duchess, laments 
that she does not have the strength of a man: 
Portia. 0 constancy, be strong upon my side! 
Set a huge mountain 'tween my heart and tongue! 
I have a man's mind, but a woman's might. 
How hard it is for women to keep counsel! (II, iv, 6-9) 
Portia does overcome the weakness of her feminine body. She masters herself by 
swallowing hot coals, literally and symbolically stopping her tongue from potentially 
confessing her husband's secrets to his enemies. 
In her final moments of life, the Duchess looks forward to being reunited with her 
husband after death and worries about the intimate details of her younger children's 
well-being: "I pray thee [Cariola] look thou giv'st my little boy/ Some syrup for his cold, 
and let the girl/ Say her prayers, ere she sleep" (IV, ii, 200-2). Here, the Duchess links 
the sublime to the maternal, which are interconnected in the world that she has created. 
The Duchess sees heaven as a place where her relationship with Antonio can come to full 
fruition. Not only does she forgive her executioners, but she also ceremoniously kneels in 
order to face God: 
Duchess. Pull, and pull strongly, for your able strength 
Must pull down heaven upon me: 
Yet stay, heaven gates are not so highly arch'd 
As princes' palaces: they that enter there 
Must go upon their knees. (IV, ii 226-230) 
Interestingly, this ceremonial bowing seems in many ways to echo the courtship 
ceremony that the Duchess enacted with Antonio in that the Duchess again seems to be 
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creating a unique ceremony to fit with her own needs. Interestingly, the Duchess' position 
in this ceremony is somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, she suggests that heaven 
must be "pulled" down upon her, and in so doing she seems to resist the notion that she 
will .assume a kind of angelic existence. (Pulling down heaven upon her would also entail 
a kind of "concealing" of her private life.) Thus, she implicitly retains her complex status 
a� wife, mother, and autonomous being. On the other hand, the Duchess kneels, an act by 
which she separates herself from other "princes" such as her brothers. (In contrast to 
pulling down heaven, the Duchess' kneeling is a public show of reverence to God.) 
At least on the surface, the world in The Duchess of Malfi is purged of its corrupt 
members at the end of the play. The Duchess, despite her torture, successfully refrains 
from becoming a subject to her brothers. Instead, she creates an alternative kind of 
existence with Antonio. She remains true to her own autonomous impulses, always 
recognizing the falseness involved in living in the world of her brothers: "I account this 
world a tedious theater./ For I do play a part in't 'gainst my will" (IV, i, 83-4). In the end, 
the Duchess sees death as a means of escape from the unnatural constraints of society 
because like, "the robin red-breast and the nightingale / [she can] never live long in [a 
cage]" (IV, ii, 13-4). The Duchess' ultimate cry of defiance before her death confirms that 
her sense of autonomy has remained intact: "I am Duchess of Malfi still" (IV, ii, 139). 
Ironically, though, by identifying herself through her title, the Duchess seems to be 
somewhat limited, though not silenced, by societal labels. Presumably, the Duchess' 
legacy will live on in Antonio and her son. But the new world order that Delio describes 
is problematic: 
Delio. Let us make noble use 
Of this great ruin; and join all our force 
To establish this young hopeful gentleman 
In's mother's right. (V, v, 109-12) 
The Duchess' world, much like the worlds of the other women I have discussed, is left in 
the hands of men, none of whom exhibit her kind of unconventionality. Moreover, the 
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establishment of Antonio and the Duchess' son seems uncertain, especially in light of the 
fact that the Duchess had at least one son with her first husband, who has a more 
legitimate claim to the dukedom of Malfi. Sadly, the Duchess' imprint on society seems 
to b� just as fleeting as a print in the snow, which, "As soon as the sun shines, it ever
melts/ Both form and matter" (V, v, 115-6). 
In this study, I have tried to take a step beyond the feminist approaches of the past 
few decades which have concentrated upon either exposing the misogynist tendencies of 
Renaissance society49 or the limitations placed upon women. so In fact, I feel that by
comparing rebellious female characters to malcontents, I have shown one way in which 
these women are able to better separate themselves from the constraints of society in 
ways that their male counterparts are not. Unlike malcontents, female characters inhabit a 
private space in which they often reveal their own desires rather than simply criticize 
social norms. Also, I have tried to explore Marston, Shakespeare and Webster's interest 
in creating and examining female characters who are unconventional -- who, to differing 
degrees, reject arbitrary binaries which define women. These playwrights explore 
traditional notions of love, the public self, and identity through female characters such as 
Mellida, Sophonisba, Desdemona, and the Duchess. 
Although it could be argued that the main purpose of these playwrights was to 
evoke an ideal religious standard through the examples of their martyred female 
49See for instance, Joan Kelly-Gadol, "Did Women Have a Renaissance?" in Becoming
Visible: Women in European History (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1977): 137-64; 
Christy Desmet, "Neither Maid, Widow, nor Wife: Rhetoric of the Woman Controversy 
in Measure for Measure and the Duchess of Malfi" in In Another Country (New Jersey: 
Scarecrow Press, 1991 ): 71-92; Laurie A. Finke, "Painting Women: Images of 
Femininity in Jacobean Tragedy" in Theatre Journal 36.3 (1984): 357-70. 
50see for instance Jonathan Dollimore, "Subjectivity, Sexuality, and Transgression: The
Jacobean Connection" in Renaissance Drama, ed. Mary Beth Rose (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1990): 335-363 and Kahn. 
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characters, the women in these plays never really embrace a particular moral code, even 
though they are portrayed as more virtuous than the male characters. Although these 
female characters appeal to the divine, they are driven more by their individual desires 
than_ by a specific set of Christian values. In fact, adhering to a rigorous moral code 
would have limited the attempts of these female characters to establish an alternative 
e_xistence for themselves. It is, after all, biblical passages such as 1 Peter 3: 1-7 that 
instruct women to be "submissive" to their husbands (verse 1, 5-6), to display "purity and 
reverence" (verse 2), and to exhibit a "gentle and quiet spirit" (verse 4). For the women 
in this study, virtue seems to exist just outside of traditional morality. 
Of course, on another level, Marston, Shakespeare, and Webster's female 
characters do represent some kind of ideal, especially in relation to the existing society. 
Invariably, each of the women dies as a direct result of her desire to seek an 
unconventional identity. Marston, Shakespeare, and Webster allow their heroines to 
represent both martyrs who question the legitimacy of the patriarchy and women who 
continue to express their individual desires. By portraying this type of dual identity, these 
playwrights implicitly encouraged their audiences to scrutinize more traditional notions of 
identity. In other words, because the patriarchal system was in place in all facets of 
British society -- the church, the government, and the family -- the examples of women 
establishing a limited autonomy outside of the normal family structure could have been 
compared to rebellions at other levels of the patriarchy. Therefore, it does not seem to be 
too much of a stretch to suggest that the plays in this study participated in a societal 
dialogue in the early Seventeenth century which eventually led to the restructuring of 
British society in the 1660's. According to Belsey, by the 1640's, "there had developed in 
Europe a theory of popular sovereignty which held that power was only delegated to the 
monarch by the people, and a counter-reformation analysis which authorized the 
deposition of the sovereign by a representative assembly of the whole commonwealth." 
Belsey goes on to note that: "In January 1649 the House of Commons declared 'that the 
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people under God are the original of all just power'."51 This declaration of an
autonomous "people" who are free to question the legitimacy of a sovereign seems to be 
somewhat parallel to the individual cases of women in this study who resist the authority 
of th�ir fathers/brothers when it goes against their own desires. 
Even more than questioning the fundamental structure of society or ra1smg 
\YOmen up as potential saviors, I think that Marston, Shakespeare, and Webster wanted to 
examine social conditions which influenced female characters to begin imagining 
themselves as their own authors. They thematize the shifts in these characters as they 
blur traditional ideas of femininity and begin to articulate their essential beings. 
Culminating with the Duchess, these female characters construct new spaces for 
themselves in the world, rather than simply fulfilling socially constructed roles. They 
first begin to express their autonomy in their private spheres, where women had 
traditionally enjoyed a measure of freedom from the patriarchy. In these personal spaces, 
female characters implicitly challenge patriarchal assumptions about the differences 
between "good" wives and daughters and shrews. The levels of success that the female 
characters achieve is determined by their ability to keep their private lives separate from 
the outside world. And, of course, the amount of separateness they are able to achieve is 
limited ultimately by the era in which they live. Belsey aptly points out that: "To be a 
subject is to be able to speak, to give meaning. But the range of meanings it is possible to 
give at a particular historical moment is determined outside the subject. 1152 Because of
the era in which they live, the alternative mode of existence forged by female characters 
such as Mellida, Desdemona, Sophonisba and the Duchess seems, at best, to be fleeting, 
but their unconventional examples remain intact as part of a larger social dialogue 
concerning the nature of identity. 
51Catherine Belsey, The Subject of Tragedy (London: Methuen, 1985): 118-19.
52Belsey, x. 
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Blurring the lines between the extreme dichotomies that were used by society to 
describe women, Marston, Shakespeare, and Webster look toward establishing a new 
kind of heroine. This new type of women is free to express her sexuality, seek 
relati!:mships based upon mutual respect and affection, or look for a mate who can offer
her a life of excitement and adventure away from the court. No longer required to behave 
a_ccording to a particular set of values, these women are able to display matemalism and 
eroticism, as well as more idealized female qualities, without sensing that their actions 
are contradictory. They often represent or support social ideals on one had, but they are 
not limited by them. They reject ceremony and ritual, embracing less formal and scripted 
relationships with their husbands. In many ways, these female characters push past the 
Petrarchan ideal in which women can help a male lover transcend the fallenness of the 
world. On the contrary, the women in this study, sometimes fallen themselves, attempt to 
eke out a more natural existence in the world, rather than transcend it. No longer willing 
simply to be objectified as passive images of patriarchal power, they participate actively 
in their own lives. By creating female characters such as Mellida, Sophonisba, 
Desdemona, and the Duchess of Malfi, Marston, Shakespeare, and Webster are able to 
explore the processes, problems, and ambiguities involved in establishing an 
unconventional self. 
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